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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to understand the impact of the school environment compared to 
the Scouting environment on the leadership attitudes of adolescents. The ways in which the 
social context affects the development of leadership attitudes is of special importance in view 
of the guidelines issued by the OECD, UNESCO and European Union, which envision 
schools as places of social development. In order to examine the ways in which these different 
contexts affect leadership development, we used two instruments: the «Educational Con-
text Perception Questionnaire» (ECPQ), for the analysis of the adolescents’ perception of 
their educational context, and the «Socially Responsible Leadership Scale» (SRLS), which 
measures the Individual, Group, and Social Values of the adolescents, to which we added 
a dimension of Leadership Capacities. The study was conducted on a judgment sample, 
consisting of 600 students and 231 Scouts enrolled in upper secondary school in Rome (9th 
and 10th grades). Path-analyses were conducted to test, for the students and the Scouts, the 
effects of the ECPQ dimensions on leadership attitudes and capacities and to determine the 
relationships between the leadership dimensions. Findings revealed different effects among 
students and Scouts, of the educational context perception on their leadership attitudes and 
capacities, an effect of the Individual Values on the Group Values and an effect of the Group 
Values on the Social Values and Leadership Capacities.
Keywords: Adolescent leadership development, Educational Context Perception 
Questionnaire (ECPQ), High School, Scouting, Social Change Model (SCM), 
Socially Responsible Leadership Scale (SRLS), Value-based Leadership.
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1.  Introduction and research objectives
The school environment’s role in social development includes two elements 
that may seem contradictory. On the one hand, schools respond to young 
people’s need for socialization and foster adaptation to rules and social prac-
tices (Hobbes, 1651; Durkheim, 1922; Parsons, 1951). On the other hand, 
schools aim to make students autonomous, responsible and able to contrib-
ute to the betterment of society (Dewey, 1897; Makarenko, 1933-1935; 
Bruner, 1961). Therefore, school should ensure both continuity and consist-
ency, as well as discontinuity and self-governance. This research focuses on 
the second aspect of education. Learning autonomy and active participation 
requires interaction with the environment and with others, which are also 
necessary for developing leadership attitudes and capacities. As Loughran and 
Russell explained, «Experience precedes understanding», thus it is essential 
to create an environment that enables active participation and collaboration 
for learning how to practice a shared and responsible leadership (Loughran 
& Russell, 1997). Learning and leadership aims can be productively joined 
together. As Woods notes «Learning in a democratic way aids the develop-
ment of independent thinking and creativity, which in turn is fundamental 
to democracy» (Woods, 2005, p. 55). 
Although the subject of leadership is much discussed in educational 
literature, the main reference concerns the training of school leaders (Bossert 
et al., 1982; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Glasman, 1984; Hallinger 
& Murphy, 1985; Dwyer, 1986; Leithwood et al., 1990; van de Grift, 1990; 
Domenici & Moretti, 2011). However, youth leadership receives little atten-
tion (Skinner et al., 2010).
In recent years, international organizations have encouraged and 
required the promotion of civic participation (OECD, 2012), leading to 
an increase in attempts to foster civic knowledge and to develop responsi-
ble citizenship attitudes in school environments (Schulz & Sibberns, 2004; 
UNESCO, 2005). In Italy, for example, the Charter of student rights and 
responsibilities stresses the importance of encouraging active participation, a 
sense of responsibility, critical thinking skills and citizenship. However, the 
expectations placed on schools to improve leadership attitudes and life skills 
(WHO, 1993) are not accompanied by concrete suggestions for change. One 
of the aims of the present study is to better understand how school environ-
ment should be organized to effectively develop leadership and civic respon-
sibility. 
The research objective was to analyze the differences in terms of acqui-
sition of leadership attitudes between 15-16 year olds in school and Scouting 
contexts, in order to measure the relationship between their development 
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and the educational model. We analyzed how these adolescents perceived 
what happened in their classes or Scout groups to evaluate whether, and to 
what extent, these perceptions of some aspects of the educational context 
have an impact on their leadership attitudes. 
Scouting was chosen as a comparative educational model for several 
reasons. First of all, it is a well-structured educational method that is spread 
worldwide and that uses an active learning approach in order to develop 
moral values and leadership attitudes in young people. The fundamental 
purpose of Scouting, in fact, is to foster the development of character and a 
sense of service, the acquisition of skills and self-confidence, and to develop 
the abilities to both cooperate and lead (WOSM, 2011). The founder of 
Scouting, Baden Powell, intended to offer an educational environment in 
which young people could learn through experience, that would enable them 
to try and get used to making decisions; these aims were in line with and 
drawn from active learning methods and the Montessori method. Further-
more, the comparison between Scouting and educational contexts allows us 
to understand to what extent the leadership attitudes of the 15-16 year olds 
could vary and to measure the impact of an educational context different 
from that of the school on these attitudes.
2.  Research context
In the Italian school system, the traditional disciplinary approach is still 
widely used. However, recent legislation on school autonomy, in force from 
2000-2001, encourages the organization of school activities centered on 
active participation and student leadership. 
The OECD report (2004) Learning for tomorrow’s world insists that 
the school cannot restrict its mission only to the promotion of knowledge, 
but should also provide social and life skills training, with leadership being 
defined as an essential element of such training. UNESCO (2005) analyzes 
the quality of education through two indicators. The first relates to the stu-
dent’s cognitive development. The second indicator concerns the promotion 
of values and attitudes of citizenship, and conditions that promote emotional 
well-being and creativity.
The European Commission (2010), like the OECD, focuses its objec-
tives on economic development, but also stresses the importance of education 
for active citizenship and for promoting democratic values. Among the key 
competencies outlined in the document Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sus-
tainable and inclusive growth social skills, together with the sense of initiative 
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and enterprise, are considered favorable to stimulate an active and positive 
participation of young people in social and professional life. However, Grace 
(1995) warns us that helping young people to become active and responsible 
citizens has to be a purpose, and not a means to achieve more effectively the 
goals dictated by economic competitiveness, since «Only forms of educa-
tion more consciously designed to foster democratic values and behaviors can 
help to further democratic processes» (Harber, 2002).
3.  Theoretical framework
The research is based on three main assumptions. The first is the idea that the 
educational process includes the transmission of values and moral models. As 
claimed by Bourdieu (1972) and Kohlberg (1984), teachers transmit a social-
moral point of view, as bearers of a «hidden curriculum», which pervades the 
moral atmosphere of the class. The second assumption is that people learn 
skills such as leadership in a context in which they have the opportunity to 
experience it. In the words of John Dewey (1916), «we never educate directly, 
but indirectly by means of the environment» and «the environment involves 
a personal sharing in common experiences» (pp. 24, 90). The third assump-
tion is the idea that the educational context organization has observable and 
significant consequences on the attitudes and behaviors of those who experi-
ence it. As Piaget (1932) said, «External constraint does not destroy egocen-
trism. It covers and conceals when it does not actually strengthen it» (p. 70). 
According to his theory, for the formation of the moral sense, it is essential 
that the educational context allows students to reflect on the meaning of 
rules and to participate, in collaboration with others, in their definition and 
adaptation to the experience.
For the definition of leadership, we referred to the Social Change Model 
of Leadership (SCML), in which leadership is considered to be an inclusive 
process, not dependent on the assumption of a formal role. It is a value-
based and improvement-oriented process, which «facilitate(s) positive social 
change at the institution or in the community» (HERI, 1996). This defini-
tion of leadership is based on theories concerning the cognitive development 
of post-secondary students (Student Development Theory) and the develop-
ment of student leadership attitudes (Student Leadership). These theories are 
the Relational Leadership Model (Komives et al., 1998 and 2007), the Social 
Change Model of Leadership Development (HERI, 1996), the Servant Leader-
ship Model (Greenleaf, 1977) and the Leadership Challenge Model (Kouzes & 
Posner, 2002).
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4.  Methodology and instruments
The survey was conducted on a sample population of 600 students and 
231 Scouts, aged 15 and 16 years, enrolled in upper secondary schools (9th 
and 10th grades) in Rome. The selection of the type of public secondary 
schools was based on a previous study on 1000 Scouts of the Lazio Region 
(Lucisano & du Mérac, 2014). To have two comparable groups, we chose the 
same type of school in which the Scouts were enrolled. 
The choice of the subject age is consistent with theories that identify 
adolescence as a phase of identity formation (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980; 
Palmonari, 2001) and development of a personal value system through the 
formation of a more acute social conscience (Havighurst, 1972; Kohlberg & 
Hersh, 1977), and which consider adolescence as the best time for learning 
leadership (Gardner, 1987; Van Linden & Fertman, 1998). 
Two research instruments were used: the Responsible Leadership Scale 
(SRLS-R2) (Dugan, 2006; Dugan & Komives, 2009), translated and used 
for the first time in Italy, and the Educational Context Perception Questionnaire 
(ECPQ) (du Mérac, 2013), inspired by the Culture Questionnaire dimensions 
of the Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness research 
(GLOBE) (House et al., 2004) and reworked to adapt it to the school context.
The Socially Responsible Leadership Scale refers to the theoretical model 
of the Social Change Model of Leadership (HERI, 1996), in which leadership 
is seen as an interactive process that includes both the leader and the other 
members of the group, is improvement-oriented and involves skills, attitudes 
and behaviors that can be learned (Rost, 1991). According to this theoretical 
framework, leadership is based on values that are considered essential for 
a democratic society. The task of the leader is to «facilitate positive social 
change at the institution or in the community» (HERI, 1996, p. 19). The 
dimensions are grouped into three categories: Group Values (GV) (scales 1, 
2, 3) Individual Values (IV) (scales 4, 5, 6) and Social or Community Values 
(SV) (scale 7). 
The SRLS-R2 scales are:
1. Collaboration, the ability to actively participate in common activities. 
The scale contains 8 items and has a Cronbach’s Alpha of .75.
2. Common purpose, the ability to direct activities towards common goals 
and to participate in their definitions. The scale contains 9 items and has 
a Cronbach’s Alpha of .81.
3. Controversy with civility, the ability to disagree with someone and, at 
the same time, respect his opinions, and see conflict as an opportunity 
for dialogue. The scale consists of 7 items and its Cronbach’s Alpha is 
.070.
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4. Consciousness of Self, the awareness of one’s own personality and capac-
ity for introspection. The scale contains 8 items and has a Cronbach’s 
Alpha of .73.
5. Congruence, the authenticity and coherence between one’s values, beliefs 
and behavior. The scale consists of 6 items and its Cronbach’s Alpha is 
low (.59).
6. Commitment, reliability and ability to keep one’s commitments. The 
scale contains 6 items and has a Cronbach’s Alpha of .76.
7. Citizenship, the awareness of one’s own responsibility and the action of 
doing something to improve the situation in one’s community. The scale 
consists of 7 items. Its Cronbach’s Alpha is .81.
8. Change or Courage through Change, the adaptability and ability to see things 
from a new point of view. The scale contains 9 items and its Alpha is .70.
A scale was built to measure the aged-related Leadership Capabilities 
(LC) (Halpin, 1954; Pollo, 1988) which relate to the ability to act as a leader. 
This scale considers three aspects considered essential for the assumption of 
a leadership role:
1. Capacity of Organization, which relates to the ability to organize the 
work of others.
2. Capacity of Motivation, which is the ability to promote, encourage and 
motivate others.
3. Accountability, which is the capacity to take on responsibilities.
The scale contains 10 items and its Alpha is .75.
The ECPQ was constructed to observe the impact of some aspects of the 
educational context in providing opportunities for leadership development.
The scales are the following: 
1. Openness (Op), understood as the willingness to welcome and stimulate 
the adolescents’ interests. The scale consists of 5 items and its Cronbach’s 
Alfa is .70.
2. Horizontality of Relationships (HR), when the decisions are made not 
only by teachers, but also by students who share their responsibilities. 
The scale consists of 5 items and its Cronbach’s Alpha is .72.
3. Affiliation (Aff ), related to the group cohesiveness and the feeling among 
members that they are part of it. The scale contains 3 items and its Cron-
bach’s Alpha is .80.
4. Mutual Recognition (MR), the relationship of mutual trust and pride 
between the educators and the adolescents. The scale includes 5 items, its 
Cronbach’s Alpha is .86.
5. Fairness of Proceedings (FP), the mode of interaction and assessment, 
which does not depend on gender or sympathies of the educator. The 
scale consists of 6 items. Its Cronbach’s Alpha is .68.
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6. Pleasantness of the Ambiance (PA), the absence of bullying and the per-
ception of a nice relationship between the members of the group. The 
scale contains 6 items and its Cronbach’s Alpha is .78.
5.  Results
The main differences between the Scouting and educational environments, 
as related to attitudes of leadership and context perception, confirm the 
hypothesis that a model of active learning (Dewey, 1916 and 1938) contri-
butes to developing responsible leadership attitudes.
The results indicate statistically significant differences in favor of the 
Scouts, with regard to leadership attitudes and capacities. At the same time, 
these indicate that the Scouts’ perception of the educational context is sig-
nificantly different and more positive (du Mérac, 2014a).
It is important to point out that the organizational model and the rela-
tional modalities are significantly different within a classroom and a Scout-
ing group. For example, in Scouting the work evaluation is usually collec-
tive and a single activity can last for several days, while schools conduct 
individual assessments and a work group in it is generally spread over time. 
Furthermore, when the students and the Scouts say they have group activi-
ties, these do not have the same characteristics and thus the same impact 
on their attitudes. In fact, the ECPQ dimensions have a greater impact 
on leadership when these are related to the Scouting context (du Mérac, 
2014b). 
In this article, besides the descriptive statistics and reliability of the 
variables, I chose to present the findings related to the impact of the ECPQ 
scales on the Leadership scales.
5.1.  Descriptive statistics
Descriptive statistics and the reliability of the variables included in the study 
are reported in Table 1. As can be observed, all self-reporting measures have 
acceptable-to-high levels of internal consistency. 
Table 2 provides the intercorrelations among the study variables. The 
ECPQ scales and Leadership scales are positively intercorrelated to each 
other and also correlated between them. However, ECPQ scales and Indi-
vidual Values (IV), as ECPQ scales and Change (Ch), are weakly correlated 
between them. 
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Table 1. – Descriptive statistics.
Scales Nr. of items Reliability
Students Scouts
Mean SD Mean SD
Op 5 .70 2.75 .73 3.62 .62
HR 5 .72 2.99 .80 4.08 .66
MR 5 .86 2.87 .89 4.12 .70
Aff 3 .80 2.85 1.02 4.15 .77
PA 6 .78 3.42 .86 4.24 .68
FP 6 .68 3.52 .74 4.23 .68
SV 7 .81 3.52 .72 4.02 .56
LC 10 .75 3.46 .66 3.96 .58
IV 20 .81 3.87 .52 4.00 .47
GV 23 .89 3.64 .57 4.09 .39
Table 2. – Correlations among variables.
Scales
ECPQ scales Leadership scales
Op HR MR Aff PA FP SV LC IV GV 
Op 1          
HR .72** 1
MR .68** .75** 1
Aff .61** .60** .63** 1
PA .52** .54** .60** .73** 1
FP .52** .57** .62** .56** .65** 1
SV .39** .36** .40** .38** .38** .33** 1
LC .42** .39** .44** .39** .40** .37** .59** 1
IV .22** .14** .18** .22** .22** .19** .47** .41** 1
GV .48** .42** .49** .51** .51** .47** .74** .72** .54** 1
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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5.2.  Impact of the educational context on leadership attitudes
The perception of the educational context has a significant impact on the 
Group Values, Social Values and Leadership Capabilities (Table 3). However, 
the ECPQ scales have a low impact on the Individual Values. The analysis 
examined the pathways through which the ECPQ dimensions might be related 
to the mediating variable (subject: students and Scouts) and the outcomes 
(Leadership Capacities, Individual Values, Group Values and Social Values). 
Findings include the following: 
• Greater Openness is associated with Leadership Capacities, Group and 
Social Values for the students and with Individual Values for the Scouts. 
• Greater Horizontality of the relationships is not associated with anything 
for the students. However, it is associated with Leadership Capacities, 
Group and Social Calues for the Scouts.
• Greater Mutual Recognition is associated for the students with Leader-
ship Capacities and for the Scouts with Leadership Capacities, Group and 
Social Values.
• Better Affiliation is not related to anything for the students, but is associ-
ated with Group Values for the Scouts. 
• Greater Pleasantness of the ambiance is related to higher Leadership Capac-
ities and Group Values for the students and to Social Values for the Scouts.
• Greater Fairness of proceedings is associated with Group Values for the 
students. However, no relations were observed between this variable and 
the leadership attitudes for the Scouts. 
The model (Figure 1) demonstrates an excellent fit to the data (χ2 (60) = 
1563.72, p < 0.001, CFI = 1, TLI = 1, SRMR = 0.00, RMSEA = 0.00).
The Scouting context has more impact on the leadership dimension 
than the school context. At school, the ECPQ dimensions which have a 
greater impact on the leadership attitudes are Openness and Pleasantness 
of the ambiance and, to a lesser extent, Mutual Recognition and Impartial-
ity. However, for Scouts, the ECPQ dimensions most relevant to leadership 
development are Horizontal Relationships, Mutual Recognition and Affilia-
tion, which are the aspects of the context related to the relationships between 
the group members. The dimension of Openness, which does not refer to the 
group interactions, appears to have a significant impact on the Scout Indi-
vidual Values. However, at school, no ECPQ dimension affects the student 
Individual Values. Therefore, we observe how the lack of interaction and 
group life within the class prevents the effect of the ECPQ scales that measure 
these aspects of the context, on the leadership dimensions. It makes sense that 
the Social and Group Value scores grow according to the quality of the group 
interactions and it is actually what happens in Scouting within our sample.
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In fact, only through a group culture that provides the opportunity to partic-
ipate and engage in joint activities it is possible to learn to collaborate, define 
common goals, respect differences, listen to others and take on responsibil-
ity.
Another variable that is very important in leadership development is 
having the opportunity to take responsibility. In the questionnaire, students 
were asked to indicate if they had some responsibility during their school 
experience and, if so, to describe it. Of the students, 81% answered nega-
tively, and the remaining 19% reported having a responsibility generally only 
once, such as «raising money for a school trip», serving as their «class presi-
dent in elementary school» or «helping a mate in trouble». However, even if 
the responsibilities given to the students are rare and minimal, the mere fact 
for them to have or having had one, has a significant impact on their values 
and leadership skills (du Mérac, 2014c). This result illustrates the potential 
impact of a school organization which allows each student to carry out a 
responsibility, even if small.
5.3.  The relationship among leadership variables
To investigate postulated relationships among leadership variables, I used 
path-analysis. In this case, the students and Scouts were considered together, 
since the variables analyzed were the adolescent attitudes rather than the two 
different contexts.
The analysis examined the pathways through which the Individual 
Values (Commitment, Congruence and Consciousness of Self ) might be 
related to the Group Values and the Group Values (Collaboration, Common 
purpose and Controversy with civility) might be related to Social Values, in 
accordance with the theoretical model proposed by Dugan et al. (2013). I 
chose to also investigate the impact of the Group Values on the dimensions 
of Change and Leadership Capabilities, within the theoretical framework in 
which life group experience and peer interaction play central roles and are 
considered to be essential to developing responsible leadership (HERI, 1996; 
Komives et al., 2006).
As Figure 2 indicates, greater Commitment and Congruence are associ-
ated with Group Values, while no relations are observed between Conscious-
ness of Self and Group Values. The model provides a good fit to the data as 
revealed by all the fit indexes considered, χ2 (3) = 54.338, p < 0.001, CFI = 1, 
TLI = 1, SRMR = 0.00, RMSEA = 0.00.
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Figure 2. – Contribution of Commitment, Congruence and
Consciousness of Self to the measurement of Group Values.
Significant pathways are shown with solid lines, 
while non-significant pathways are represented as dashed lines.
Figure 3. – Contribution of Collaboration, Common purpose
and Controversy with civility to the measurement of Social Values,
Change and Leadership Capacities. 
All the paths are significant at p < 0.05.
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In Figure 3, results show that
• Greater Collaboration, Common purpose and Controversy are associated 
with Social Values.
• Better Collaboration and Controversy with civility are related to higher 
courage to make change (Change). However, Common purpose is not 
related to Change. 
• Greater Collaboration, Common purpose and Controversy with civility 
are associated with Leadership Capabilities. 
The model provides a good fit to the data as revealed by the various fit 
indices considered, χ2 (12) = 212.629, p < 0.001, CFI = 1, TLI = 1, SRMR = 
0.00, RMSEA = 0.00.
The hypothetical model used by Dugan et al. and the author should not 
lead to the conclusion that there are no significant inverse impacts between 
the variables of leadership, but only unilateral relationships. We used path-
analysis to examine the models which are hypothesized to better fit the data, 
but it does not mean that there is no other significant relationship between 
leadership variables.
For example, otherness and interaction are essential to learn to know 
each other. However, it is also true that commitment with others to achieve 
an objective requires, at a minimum, to know oneself and have confidence in 
one’s own abilities and potential.
6.  Conclusions
To support what has been observed in the research data, it is worth recalling 
what Vygotsky said (1930-1931): «It is enough to change the social environ-
ment so that human behavior instantly changes. […] The social environment 
is the real lever of the educational process» (p. 95). The fact that the activity, 
the organization and the quality of both have a significant impact on the 
development of attitudes such as responsibility, cooperation, self-awareness 
and leadership reverses the traditional role assigned to the educator. From 
being the protagonist of the knowledge, transmission becomes the promoter-
designer of the environment.
The idea that the core of education resides in the organization of the 
educational environment and activities is supported by Vygotsky, Piaget, 
Dewey, Montessori, Visalberghi and by all the advocates of an active learning 
model and representation of «school as a community in which they [students] 
can experience democratic participation and dialogue, sharing paths, initia-
tives and projects» (Moretti, 2011, p. 52). Dewey (1938) explains this idea, 
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saying that «When it is said that the objective conditions are those which are 
within the power of the educator to regulate, it is meant, of course, that his 
ability to influence directly the experience of others and thereby the educa-
tion they obtain places upon him the duty of determining that environment 
which will interact with the existing capacities and needs of those taught to 
create a worth-while experience» (ibid., p. 30).
In many schools, the quality of the interactions and the organization of 
the context are likely to contradict basic principles of democratic citizenship 
and active participation. Student engagement is necessary to allow «freedom 
to create and to construct, to wonder and to venture. Such freedom requires 
that the individual be active and responsible, not a slave or a well-fed cog in 
the machine» (Fromm, 1966, as cited in Freire, 1970, p. 68). It is clear that 
the mere transmission of moral principles is not sufficient to achieve the 
expected results at the individual and social level. Therefore, it seems neces-
sary to rethink the overall organization of the school. The comparison with a 
different educational context indicates that there are more effective models, 
from which we can draw ideas and guidelines to help young people become 
active citizens and responsible leaders. 
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Riassunto
L’obiettivo di questa ricerca è quello di analizzare l’impatto del contesto scolastico, rispetto 
a quello dell’ambiente scout, sugli atteggiamenti di leadership degli adolescenti. Al fine 
di esaminare come, e in quale misura, questi due ambienti educativi incidono sullo svi-
luppo della leadership, abbiamo utilizzato due strumenti: il «Questionario di Percezione 
del Contesto Educativo» (ECPQ) per l’analisi della percezione degli adolescenti del loro 
contesto educativo, e la «Socially Responsible Leadership Scale» (SRLS) per la misura dei 
Valori Individuali, di Gruppo e Sociali dei giovani; a queste due scale abbiamo aggiunto 
una dimensione di Capacità di Leadership. Lo studio è stato condotto sulle opinioni di un 
campione composto da 600 studenti e 231 scout iscritti alla scuola secondaria superiore di 
Roma. È stata utilizzata la «path-analysis» al fine sia di analizzare gli effetti, per gli stu-
denti e gli scout, delle dimensioni dell’ECPQ sugli atteggiamenti e sulla capacità di leader-
ship; sia di studiare le relazioni tra le variabili di leadership. I risultati hanno rivelato 
effetti diversificati, per gli studenti e per gli Scout a proposito della percezione del rilievo del 
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contesto educativo sulle loro attitudini e capacità di leadership. È stato inoltre osservato un 
impatto significativo dei Valori Individuali sui Valori di Gruppo e un impatto significativo 
dei valori di Gruppo sui Valori Sociali e sulle Capacità di Leadership.
Parole chiave: Adolescenti, Leadership basata sui valori, Questionario di Perce-
zione del Contesto Educativo (ECPQ), Scoutismo, Scuola secondaria, Social 
Change Model (SCM).
